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Abstract
An understanding of the theories relating to language learning is a fundamental component 
of formalised study in the field of linguistics. The challenge, however, lies not so much in 
recognising the importance of this knowledge, but in its practical application to a 
classroom environment. With this objective, the paper begins by reviewing two leading 
theories of language acquisition; that of a socio-linguistic approach (Vygotsky and 
Bernstein) and that which is underpinned by the belief language is biologically embedded 
within every human and evolves internally (Chomsky and Edelman). How these theories 
are applied to second language learners becomes the focus of the preceding section with 
an introduction to Etienne Wenger’s ‘Negotiation of Meaning’ and its applicability to 
identity. In particular, the twin processes of ‘participation’ and ‘reification’ highlight how 
learners in their teenage years expand their identities through engagement with a second 
language. The rest of the paper explores that of a university context, beginning with an 
overview of Swales’ ‘Discourse Communities’ and how the six specific criteria apply to 
an academic environment. Bernstein’s ‘Power and Control’ is also examined as it frames 
the challenges students may experience in a tertiary setting. The final part of the paper 
looks at the practical application of these theories to a Japanese university; specifically, 
the role of Visiting Faculty Members at Asia University’s ‘Center for English Language 
Education’ (CELE). A series of correlations are drawn between the aforementioned 
theories and the context of Asia University before concluding with recommendations to 
improve teaching practices across the CELE department.
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Introduction 
To fully answer the question of how language is learned, a thorough examination of 
both complimentary and contradictory theories is required. Disciplines of research as diverse 
as the physical process by which brain development occurs, genetic disposition, socio-
cultural conditioning and the formation of identity are but a few of the areas to have been 
analysed by linguists seeking to understand the complex process by which language is 
learned. In light of such an immense array of approaches, the focus of this particular paper 
will be limited to laying a theoretical groundwork followed by a practical analysis of 
language learning within a university context. It is important to note, however, that the 
theories referenced here are by no means exhaustive in scope and are very much intertwined 
within a broader system of processes.
Theoretical Overview
One of the first challenges in considering how a language is learned involves being 
aware of the diverse range of contexts within which such learning can take place. A child 
acquiring his or her first language is a very different process to a student studying a second 
language at school, an expat living abroad, or even a medical student mastering the 
specialised discourse required to become a doctor. In the case of learning a first language, 
‘acquisition’ has often been used instead of ‘learning’ to reflect the more organic process by 
which it occurs. The term ‘acquisition’ however, has drawn critics (Halliday, 2004; Painter, 
2009) who believe language development is not so much about acquiring a fixed body of 
knowledge, but rather in ‘learning how to mean’, or in other words, mastering the dynamic 
process by which one can clearly communicate. Proponents of this socio-linguistic approach 
include Vygotsky (1978) and Bernstein (2000), who argue that language learning is directly 
related to social interaction. In contrast, scholars such as Chomsky (2006), Deacon (1997),
and Edelman (1992) were not convinced that context was the key component, but rather 
developed theories based on the notion that humans are essentially ‘wired’ to produce 
language (albeit with differing justifications), and that the brain is the driving force behind 
this biological function. At its core, the question being debated is, Do we possess a language 
gene, where developing language is like growing other body parts, or are we in possession of 
a language-ready brain, where its emergence is entwined within a social-semiotic system?
Ochs and Schieffelin (1984) explored these contrasting views in their own work on 
language acquisition, summarising the dichotomous interpretations as follows:
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Underlying all these issues is the question of the source of language, in terms 
of not only what capacities reside within the child but the relative 
contributions of biology (nature) and the social world (nurture) to the 
development of language. The relation between nature and nurture has been a 
central theme around which theoretical positions have been orientated. B. F. 
Skinner’s (1957) contention that the child brings relatively little to the task of 
learning language and that it is through responses to specific adult stimuli 
that language competence is attained provided a formulation that was 
subsequently challenged and countered by Chomsky’s (1959) alternative 
position. This position, which has been termed ‘nativist’ postulates that the 
adult verbal environment is an inadequate source for the child to inductively 
learn language. Rather, the rules and principles for constructing grammar 
have as their major source a genetically determined language faculty. (Ochs 
& Schieffelin, 1984, p. 278)
The question of which perspective is most suitable to second language learners will 
be the focus of the rest of this paper.
Applicability to Second Language Learners 
Although a detailed analysis of the theories ensconced within these dual perspectives 
is outside the scope of this paper, the question of whether such theories apply to second 
language acquisition (SLA) can still be examined. 
In cases where the learner has progressed beyond childhood, as with the university 
students discussed in the latter part of this paper, it would seem the answer is ‘no’, given the
brain is either nearing or has reached full development. Subsequently, this eliminates many of 
the key hypotheses, one being Chomsky’s I-language, which refers to a pre-existing, internal 
language pool that forms the basis of childhood development theory. The I-language view, 
put forward by nativists, is based on the premise that each individual’s language pool is only 
accessible for a limited period of time before becoming defunct. Larsen-Freeman and 
Cameron (2008) explain it in this way:
It is assumed that acquisition of this I-language must take place within some 
critical period, just as birds must acquire their song before a certain age, for 
after this age, the hard-wired Language Acquisition Device is no longer 
operable. (Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008, p. 118)
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If this is indeed the case, then it logically follows that social interaction or, to restate 
Halliday’s phrase, ‘learning how to mean’, must be the dominating influence on how 
successfully a second language is learned for those who pursue acquisition into adulthood.
Negotiation of Meaning 
The term ‘negotiation of meaning’ was coined by Etienne Wenger and revolves 
around the idea that “the meaningfulness of our engagement with the world is not a state of 
affairs, but a continual process of renewed negotiation”, and furthermore, “Meaning exists 
neither in us, nor in the world, but in the dynamic relation of living in the world” (Wenger, 
1998, p. 54). Wenger acknowledges that negotiation can be used in the more traditional sense 
of reaching an agreement but that “it is also used to suggest an accomplishment that requires 
sustained attention and readjustment” (Wenger, 1998, p. 53). The specific process by which 
this is achieved involves two complimentary processes, one called ‘participation’ and the 
other ‘reification’. Participation is engagement with the outside world, in other words the 
social interaction that shapes our experience’. Reification is an internal process of taking the 
abstract and making it concrete, thereby “giving form to our experiences” (Wenger, 1998, p. 
54).
In applying Wenger’s theory to second language learners, key questions include, Must 
the learner create an entirely new identity to ‘project onto the world’? and How possible is it 
to ‘recognise ourselves in each other’ when there is only a limited understanding of who the 
other is? These questions are particularly relevant for learners in their teenage years as they 
struggle to define themselves moving into adulthood.
A useful distinction to make when considering the learning of a second language,
particularly amongst non-child learners, is that language does not belong to any one person
but is in fact a ‘reservoir’ available to all members of that community. The individual 
subsequently employs from this shared body of language, his or her own ‘repertoire’ to 
uniquely express themselves (Bernstein, 1996). When studying a second language, the learner 
is in fact now drawing from two reservoirs, although particularly in the beginning stages, 
access to the second language reservoir is highly limited. Additionally, as a result of how 
deeply ingrained their first language is, it will be difficult for learners to adopt the second 
language into their communicative process. Even more complex issues such as identity and 
social acceptance further complicate how effective a second language is assimilated. 
Underlying all these issues is an inability to effectively ‘negotiate meaning’ from the 
language two reservoir. 
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The Context of University 
One of the fundamental concepts that educators at a tertiary level need to be aware of 
is that of pedagogic discourse. In defining the term, Bernstein’s (2000) interpretation of 
pedagogic discourse states, “it is a principle for appropriating other discourses and bringing 
them into special relation with each other for the purposes of their selective transmission and 
acquisition” (p. 181).
He goes on to add that pedagogic discourse is distinct due to its dependence on other 
discourses brought in from outside itself and then reformatted into its own distinct form. This 
rearrangement of pre-existing forms is exemplified in the earlier reference to a medical 
student studying the discourse necessary to become a doctor. It is not an entirely new 
language the student is learning, although there often is new terminology, but the rules and 
processes by which the language is deemed contextually appropriate ais what separates it 
from other uses. 
This position by Bernstein aligns with that of Swales’ (1990) Discourse Communities, 
another theory applicable to an academic context. Although a thorough analysis of Swales is 
not appropriate within the context of this paper, it is useful to acknowledge his six specific 
criteria for how a discourse community is formed. They include:
1. A discourse community has a broadly agreed set of public goals;
2. A discourse community has mechanisms of intercommunication among its 
members;
3. A discourse community uses its participatory mechanisms primarily to 
provide information and feedback;
4. A discourse community utilises and hence possesses one or more genres in 
the communicative furtherance of its aims;
5. In addition to owning genres, a discourse community has acquired some 
specific lexis;
6. A discourse community has a threshold level of members with a suitable 
degree of relevant content and discourse expertise.
(Swales, 1990, pp. 23-27)
These criteria provide a unique set of parameters that define the boundaries of a discourse 
community and for those entering an academic environment, the above components need to 
be learned in order to successfully assimilate into their chosen community. This is 
exemplified by the medical student who wishes to become a doctor, the law student seeking a 
career in law and even the student who is being prepared for study abroad programs and 
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desires to communicate in a homestay environment, which is further examined in the 
following section.
Bernstein’s ‘Power and Control’ 
In returning to Bernstein (1996), there are two primary areas to consider when 
approaching differing subjects, particularly within an educational context. The first point of 
consideration is power, which in this perspective “creates boundaries, legitimise boundaries, 
reproduce boundaries, between different categories of groups, gender, class, race, different 
categories of discourse, different categories of agents” (Bernstein, 1996, p. 5).
The focus here is ‘on the relations between categories’ with the mechanism that 
determines these relations being ‘classification’ These could be differentiated by either strong 
boundaries, where the separation is clearly evident through vastly contrasting qualities, or 
weaker boundaries, where the disparities are far less visible. This concept could be applied to 
the second language learner who must differentiate between the categories of their first 
language and the second, and depending on the languages in question, could have either 
strong or weak boundaries. For an Italian to study Spanish, the relations between these 
categories are less diametrical than if the Italian were studying Japanese.
In addition to power, Bernstein introduces another area by which assimilation into a 
different category of study takes place, and that is through ‘control’. In this context, Bernstein 
(1996) defines control as “legitimate forms of communication appropriate to the different 
categories. Control carries the boundary relations of power and socialises individuals into 
these relationships” (p. 5).
Here, rather than relations between categories, the consideration is ‘relations within
given forms of interaction’, or, in other words, establishing legitimate communication inside 
of a category. The mechanism by which control is attained is through ‘framing’ ; drawing 
reference back to language learning, this could be applied to Wenger’s concept of 
participation and reification and how it determines what is legitimate communication. 
Used together, power and control provide a framework by which educators can 
approach the separate reservoirs, as is the case with a discourse community, and furthermore 
consider how to effectively engage within that community in a legitimate manner.
 
Practical Application to Asia University
The position of Visiting Faculty Member (VFM) at Asia University’s Center for 
English Language Education (CELE) requires the mandatory teaching of Freshman English 
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across all the majors. Additionally, a range of other classes are taught under an umbrella 
course known as ‘AUAP’. AUAP is compulsory English study taken by sophomore students 
majoring in International Relations (IR) or Multicultural Communications (MC), who are 
unable to study in the United States as part of the Asia University America Program (hence 
the name AUAP). The curriculum, which aims to ensure that students have an ‘AUAP-like 
experience’, spans one full fifteen-week semester and comprises six 105-minute classes a 
week. Each weekly class focuses on a different topic: Career Development, Cross Cultural 
Studies, Four Skills (two lessons a week), Presentations, and TOEIC Skills. There are 
typically three to four AUAP levels per semester, and students are placed into different
classes based on their TOEIC test scores.
In correlating the theoretical component discussed in the first part of this paper with 
the teaching practices at Asia University, a number of observations become evident. First, the 
predominant objective of the teaching environment at CELE certainly resonates with 
Halliday’s (2004) ‘learning how to mean’ assertion, as students must develop the ability to 
express their ideas in English. This is at the forefront of both the Freshman English and 
AUAP classes, where students are encouraged to learn and execute their language skills in a 
socialised environment that focuses on fostering relationships. The reason for such an 
approach lies with the CELE mission statement, which is based on the belief that 
“cooperation and intercultural understanding begin with communication and knowledge. 
Educating students to communicate in a foreign language with people from different cultures 
allows them to investigate the world in a new way and provides the foundation for lifelong 
intercultural exchanges” (“Center for English Language Education,” n.d.). The 
implementation of this objective comes in the form of AUAP study-abroad programs where 
Asia University students spend up to six months living and studying overseas. Not only are 
they immersed in an environment where they can no longer rely on Japanese, but they must 
use English with native speakers, both at their homestay and at the university where they are 
studying. Hence, when preparing for this experience in CELE classes, group work, activities, 
and discussion feature prominently as a way of developing communication skills that are 
aimed at enhancing students’ ability to express meaning that is both culturally and 
interpersonally appropriate. This approach also correlates with Swales’ (1990) criteria for 
Discourse Communities. Although not as academically demanding as the requirements to 
become a doctor or lawyer, students at Asia University are nonetheless being prepared for a 
community that “fosters internationalism” (“Center for English Language Education,” n.d.). 
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Another parallel comes via Wenger’s negotiation of meaning, where students are 
constantly seeking to express themselves in a tertiary context. In particular, the idea that 
negotiation is ‘an accomplishment that requires sustained attention and readjustment’ is an 
appropriate description of what is asked of students studying English at CELE. A workload 
consisting of assignments, projects, presentations and exams is administered regularly 
throughout the semester and requires that students adjust to the demands of each assessment. 
Compounding the difficulty of these demands is that not only does the work itself have to be 
presented in English, but the instructions from VFMs are also in the student’s non-native 
language, further complicating the task through possible misunderstanding of its 
requirements. This indeed requires constant negotiation as students seek to clarify and 
optimize their assessments.
Additionally, students must adopt a radically different mindset compared to their 
previous learning environments. For many, the cultural approach they are most familiar with 
is one where a teacher imparts knowledge and they passively absorb this with no questioning 
of its validity. Hyland (1994), in his study on the learning styles of Japanese students, 
exemplified this with the following:
The Japanese education system does not seem to value independence nor 
assign creative or imaginative tasks. Classes are teacher-centered, and 
students are expected to be passive. Methods often involve the use of a 
reading text in English which students translate into Japanese (Widdows & 
Voller, 1991), and instruction is likely to be in Japanese and focused on 
imparting facts about the language (Ellis, 1991; Kobayashi et al., 1992). 
Memorization and rote learning play important roles in classrooms 
(Tinkham, 1989), and there is generally no expectation that students will use 
libraries or source materials (Hendricks, 1991). Written examinations alone 
determine grades and future success (e.g., Yoshida, 1991; White, 1987), and 
English exams are primarily tests of grammatical knowledge and vocabulary. 
(Hyland, 1994, p. 59)  
For Japanese students to move from the passive learning environment as described by 
Hyland, into a space where concepts such as brainstorming, discussion, and decision-making 
are an integral part of the educational process requires a significant internal shift, and this 
reification is understandably challenging. It is not just that students are being asked to display 
critical thinking skills that they have never developed (although that is certainly part of it); by 
being encouraged to engage with their learning, they are also projecting themselves in a way 
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that is extremely confronting. This exemplifies Wenger’s key question of whether learners 
can forge an entirely new identity in order to effectively acquire a new language. In the case 
of many Japanese students at Asia University, it is a shift they find very challenging to adopt, 
particularly those who have had no exposure to the study abroad programs. Such resistance 
can manifest in any number of ways, including an unwillingness to use English outside of 
direct questioning, poor preparation for exams and presentations or absences from class.  
Bernstein’s theories also reflect the teaching environment at Asia University. The 
majority of their learning takes place in students’ native language, the exception being 
Freshman English, AUAP and a selection of other specialised classes. In scheduling classes 
between Japanese and English, it is useful for educators to be aware of both the classification 
and the framing demands being made on students as they shift from one language to another 
and then back again. Whilst the strength of classification in learning English in a university 
context may not be as strong as a student’s initial exposure to English when the ‘reservoir’ 
was first being developed, there are still many significant variations that require an alternative 
approach to their previous learning. These can range from differences in learning style (where 
a higher degree of engagement is expected of the students during their English classes), to 
vastly different structures and mentalities in assessments (as VFMs require a more critical 
component to a student’s work), to the overall objective of CELE in preparing global citizens 
with the necessary communication skills to facilitate intercultural relationships. 
Understandably, such significant variations put an enormous strain on students’ mental and 
emotional faculties, which raises the question of how this can be alleviated.
Actionable Response from VFMs 
These challenges, although perhaps understood instinctively by the teaching staff at 
CELE, could certainly benefit from increased awareness of the theories discussed in this 
paper. Even the initial question of how language is learned is worth considering, for an 
inherently nativist belief is going to produce vastly different objectives than one anchored in 
socio-linguistics. For example, it could be argued that the traditional Japanese approach of 
memorisation and rote systems aligns more closely with the I-language hypothesis, thereby 
explaining the reliance on repetition. An entire system based on the premise that genuine 
acquisition is no longer possible, is naturally going to leave only examinations and tests as a 
yardstick to fluency. Alternatively, the theory that language is a dynamic process learned 
through socially active communication, could be viewed as the foundational pillar of a more 
student-centered approach that creates a more active environment in which genuine learning 
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is planned and expected. Such a distinction becomes relevant for VFMs, as it provides a 
deeper understanding of why many students are reluctant to engage in English. Too often 
there is the assumption that students are simply not motivated, which whilst often true, does 
little to address the root cause of why. The answer may well have less to do with capability 
and more to do with a lifetime of exposure to the principle put forward by Larsen-Freeman 
and Cameron that “the hard-wired Language Acquisition Device is no longer operable” (p. 
118). As a response, tasks could be developed that are not purely language orientated, but 
also addressing the stagnant mindset proposed by nativists. A specific method might be to 
adopt activities such as that taught by Edward de Bono which gives specific steps on thinking 
using actionable visuals such as different hats (De Bono, 2016). This scaffolds reification and 
enables students to project themselves in a far more inclusive way for the discourse 
community CELE is fostering, thanks to the development of higher-level thinking skills.
Additionally, awareness of Bernstein’s concepts of power and control could influence 
lesson preparation. In planning activities, VFMs might, for example, start class with a 
translation activity in a form familiar to the students, such ‘Bingo’ or ‘GrassSkirts’. This 
would allow students, who may have just come from a Japanese-speaking class, to transition 
more smoothly into English, thereby minimising classification. In terms of framing, revision 
work is ideal for reducing the friction within a class, particularly in enabling weaker students. 
Subsequent activities can then be presented on a sliding scale of easy through to more 
difficult, the most challenging being perhaps being presented halfway into the lesson when 
classification and framing are at their lowest. This approach offers VFMs a practical method 
to lesson planning that specially caters to the learning needs of students in Japan, and at Asia 
University specifically.  much greater assimilation into the English-speaking environment 
students encounter at Asia University. 
Likewise, the transference of identity, another key component which is mostly 
overlooked within CELE could also be factored into teaching. Role-play that develops not 
only language skills but also encourages students to adopt an alternative perspective is one 
activity that may expand students’ sense of self. Another exercise is filmmaking, where 
students are required to perform a character who has different habitual thinking patterns to 
their own. Making a film is in many ways ideal for identity expansion as it minimises the 
issue of peer judgement through the perceived safety of taking on a character. It also 
incorporates the use of technology, adding a fun and familiar aspect to the process while 
simultaneously providing a further buffer against the real time embarrassment of a classroom 
environment. 
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These of course are just a few of the possible ways VFMs can harness the power of 
the theories discussed in this paper. As the custodians of English language learning at Asia 
University, and with twenty-seven native speakers, all of whom hold post-graduate 
qualifications, it is the VFMs who are best positioned to promote and implement an expanded 
awareness of how students learn. Curriculum design and lesson planning cannot be limited to 
simply following a textbook but must also address the underlying forces that have shaped the 
way each student views language learning. Without this understanding, the real objective of 
CELE – to promote understanding and cooperation between people from different countries – 
will never be attainable. 
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